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 Gordon Van Wylen served as president of Hope College from 
1972 through 1987.  He was author of a textbook on thermodynamics, 
and active in Christian organizations and churches.  This collection, an 
adjunct to the Van Wylen papers in the Office of the President 
collection, offers materials preceding his presidency and following his 
retirement, including correspondence, reports, addresses, and documents regarding Van Wylen’s 
support of the Resthaven and Freedom Village elderly care facilities and his architectural vision 
for Hope College included in an oral history conducted by Jacob Nyenhuis in 2006. 
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 Gordon Van Wylen was born in Grant Township, Michigan, on February 6, 1920.  He 
grew up in Grand Rapids and graduated from Ottawa Hills High School in 1937.  He attended 
Calvin University on the 3-2 engineering program with the University of Michigan, graduating in 
1942 with a Bachelor of Arts degree from Calvin and a Bachelor of Science in Engineering from 
the University of Michigan.  He completed a master’s in engineering at the University of 
Michigan in 1947 and his doctorate at Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1951.  
 His publications include a 1959 textbook on thermodynamics that was republished in 
multiple editions through the years and translated into seven other languages; Vision for a 
Christian College, a collection of essays from his time at Hope; and Encounter at Sea And a 
Heroic Lifeboat Journey, which he co-authored in 1994 with Ichiro Matsunaga, who had been an 
officer aboard a Japanese light cruiser sunk by the USS Hardhead in 1944. 
 Prior to assuming the Hope presidency, he was dean of the College of Engineering at the 
University of Michigan, where he had been on the faculty since 1951.  He was a veteran of 
World War II, having served in the U.S. Navy in the Pacific as an officer aboard the submarine 
USS Hardhead.  In honor of his military service, he received on-court recognition through the 
University of Michigan’s Toyota Hero of the Game program during the university’s home 
basketball game versus UCLA in December 2018. 
 Van Wylen’s years as Hope’s president featured extensive development of the college’s 
programs as well as its physical plant.   He received national recognition for his leadership in 
1986, when he was named one of the nation’s 100 most outstanding college presidents in the 
study “The Effective College President” funded by the Exxon Education Foundation. 
 Academic departments initiated during his presidency included the Department of Dance, 
Department of Computer Science and — initially as a joint program with Calvin University — 




Department of Nursing.  Hope also revised its core curriculum, began offering pre-engineering 
courses (establishing a major in 1997) and in 1980 began offering its first Bachelor of Science 
degrees. 
 Major campus buildings completed or begun during his presidency included the Peale 
Science Center (1973), now part of the A. Paul Schaap Science Center; the Dow Health and 
Physical Education Center (1978); College East Apartments (1982); the De Pree Art Center and 
Gallery (1982); the Maas Student and Conference Center (1986); Bekkering Admissions Office 
(1988); and Gordon J. and Margaret D. Van Wylen Library (1988), named in honor of him and 
his wife Dr. Margaret Van Wylen by the college’s Board of Trustees.  Hope also extensively 
renovated multiple facilities, including the DeWitt Student and Cultural Center, Lubbers Hall, 
Phelps Dining Hall, Van Vleck Hall and Voorhees Hall.  Other significant campus development 
included the closing of 12th Street between College and Columbia avenues. 
 His presidency included two major comprehensive fund-raising campaigns, each the 
largest in the college’s history at the time: “Build Hope,” which was initiated prior to his tenure 
and concluded during the 1976-77 school year having raised more than $10.4 million, and “The 
Campaign for Hope,” which concluded in 1987 having raised nearly $31.7 million. 
 Van Wylen’s community and volunteer involvements through the years included serving 
as a member and elder of Christ Memorial Church; as a board member and president of the 
Holland Community Foundation; and as a board member with Bethany Christian Services, 
Trinity Christian College, Words of Hope and Pine Rest Christian Hospital.  After retiring from 
Hope he was active in the renewal of downtown Holland, launched Homecor for the 
revitalization of central city neighborhoods, and various other community projects and was 
involved in the establishment of the Van Andel Institute, also serving on the Van Andel 
Education Institute board. Recently, he was instrumental in the rejuvenation of Pillar Church as a 
joint RCA/CRC congregation. 
 He received a Distinguished Alumni Award from Calvin University in 1967, an honorary 
degree from Meiji Gakuin University of Japan in 1987, and the Alumni Society Medal from the 
University of Michigan College of Engineering Society in 1995.  He also received multiple 
honors from organizations in West Michigan, including a Distinguished Service Award from the 
Holland Area Chamber of Commerce in 1983; the Distinguished Service Award from the 
Holland Rotary Club in 1991; induction into the Community Hall of Fame by the Community 
Foundation of the Holland/Zeeland Area in 2001; and the West Michigan Dutch-American 
Leadership Award during the West Michigan Dutch Heritage Community Celebration in 2006.  
Gordon and Margaret were the grand marshals for Holland’s Tulip Time Volksparade in May 
2005. 
 He received an honorary degree from Hope in 1972 in conjunction with his inauguration 
as president.  Faculty, staff and friends of the college established the Gordon J. and Margaret D. 
Van Wylen Scholarship Fund at Hope in 1982 in honor of the couple’s service to the college.  
Gordon delivered the Commencement address at the invitation of the graduating class in 1987.  
The college’s Alumni Association honored the couple with Meritorious Service Awards in 1998. 
 Van Wylen died on Thursday, November 5, 2020, after a determined fight with COVID-









Scope and Content 
 
 The Gordon Van Wylen collection includes papers from the years before and after Van 
Wylen’s presidential tenure. Correspondence, dating from 1971 and the years 1987 through 
1991, composes the majority of the collection. Addresses, articles, poetry, legal documents, 
congressional records and reports are also included. Among these are represented Van Wylen’s 
efforts to expedite building of the Resthaven and Freedom Village elderly care facilities, and his 





 Addresses, 1988-2006, n.d. 
 Articles, n.d, 1987-1991 
 Autograph Book, 1934 
 Biographical 
  Gordon Van Wylen, 1969-2020 
“Gordon Van Wylen:  Life Leadership while Answering the Call” from  
  Grand Rapids Press, November 11, 1987 (Oversized, Box 4) 
The Story of Dr. Gordon Van Wylen, 2004 (DVD) 
 Citations, 1987 
 Clippings/News Releases, 1972-1991 (4 folders) 
 Congressional Reports. 1987, n.d. 
 Correspondence, 1971, 1987-1991 (2 images) 
 Hope College 
  Appointment as President, 1972 
  Inauguration as President, 1972 (Oversized, Box 4) 
  “Inaugural Year Addresses” (booklet), 1972-1973 
  Publicity, 1972 (1 image) 
  Memos to Students 
  Retirement Dinner, June 4, 1987 
  Tenth Anniversary as President, 1982 (1 image) 
  “What We Owe Our Institutional Heirs: A Report on the Future of Hope  
   College,” October 1985 (digital only) 
 Legal Documents, 1987-1988, 1990 (RESTRICTED) 
 Mayoral Campaign, 1989 
 Memorial Services, 1986, n.d. 
 Military Service, Patrol Reports:  U.S.S. Hardhead (SS365), 1944-1945 
 Oral History Interview Concerning Hope College Architecture, 2006 
 Park of Parks, 2008 
 Poetry, 1986, n.d. 
 Publication, Memoirs:  Gordon Van Wylen, October 2005 
 Reports, 1986, 1990 
 Resumes, Recommendations, and Job Descriptions, 1987-1990 (RESTRICTED) 
 
